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From  time  to  time  in  history  there  have  lived  men  who  have  been  able  to 
accomplish  a  full  life’s  work  within  a  brief  span  of  years.  A  man  of  this 
mold,  John  Syng  Dorsey,  was  able  during  his  thirty-five  years  of  life  to 
reach  a  prominent  place  in  American  surgery  of  the  early  nineteenth  century. 
Like  his  contemporary  the  great  composer  Franz  Schubert,  who  lived  but  thirty- 
one  years,  he  seemed  unconsciously  to  sense  the  need  for  filling  every  moment  so 
that  his  successive  achievements  came  with  dramatic  frequency. 

Members  of  the  old  English  family  of  D’Orsey  were  early  settlers  in  Mary¬ 
land,  but  John  was  born  in  Philadelphia  in  1783  where  his  father,  Leonard  Dorsey, 
was  a  prominent  merchant.  Young  Dorsey  passed  rapidly  through  his  classical 
studies  at  the  Friends’  Academy  and  the  University  of  Pennsylvania,  overcoming 
the  handicap  of  a  slight  defect  in  speech  and  graduating  with  distinction  at  the 
age  of  fifteen  years.  He  began  at  once  the  study  of  medicine  at  the  University  of 
Pennsylvania  under  the  guidance  of  his  noted  uncle.  Dr.  Philip  Syng  Physick,  who 
held  the  chair  of  surgery  at  that  time.  A  year  prior  to  his  graduation  he  was  hon¬ 
ored  with  a  membership  in  the  Medical  Society  of  Philadelphia;  Benjamin  Rush 
was  then  president  of  the  organization.  In  that  same  year  Dorsey  became  a  mem¬ 
ber  of  the  Chemical  Society  of  Philadelphia,  an  organization  “desirous  of  promot¬ 
ing  the  cultivation  of  the  science  of  chemistry  in  the  United  States  of  America  by 
associating  with  themselves  persons  of  distinguished  talents.”  In  1802,  at  nine¬ 
teen  years  of  age,  he  defended  his  thesis  on  “The  Powers  of  the  Gastric  Juice  as 
a  Solvent  for  Urinary  Calculi”  and  received  his  degree  of  Doctor  of  Medicine;  a 
special  dispensation  from  the  board  of  trustees  waived  the  requirement  that  candi¬ 
dates  for  the  degree  must  be  twenty-one  years  of  age. 

Coincident  with  his  graduation  occurred  one  of  the  severest  epidemics  of  yel¬ 
low  fever  in  the  history  of  Philadelphia,  and  young  Dr.  Dorsey  was  made  resident 
physician  of  one  of  the  emergency  hospitals.  During  his  year  of  service  there  he 
demonstrated  his  sincere  faith  in  his  own  reasoning  and  convictions.  He  believed 
with  Deveze  that  yellow  fever  was  not  contagious  and  fearlessly  went  about  the 
care  of  his  patients,  constantly  exposing  himself  to  the  disease,  whereas  many  of 
his  confreres  who  entertained  similar  ideas  were  unwilling  to  vindicate  them. 
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In  1803  Dorsey  sailed  to  Europe  for  a  year  of  study.  The  entire  winter  was 
spent  in  London  where  he  attended  the  lectures  of  the  famous  chemist,  Sir  Hum¬ 
phry  Davy,  but  spent  the  most  of  his  time  in  John  Hunter’s  anatomical  school 
where  in  former  years  his  uncle.  Dr.  Physick,  had  so  distinguished  and  endeared 
himself  that  the  great  anatomist  had  made  an  offer  of  partnership.  Dorsey  spent 
the  remaining  portion  of  the  year  in  Paris  wh'ere  he  continued  his  studies  in 
anatomy. 

In  1804  Dorsey  returned  to  Philadelphia  and  prepared  to  practice  his  profes¬ 
sion.  Those  first  few  years  must  have  carried,  all  of  the  traditional  monetary 
anxiety,  for  his  old  account  books  reveal  that  his  income  for  the  first  year  was 
only  $325.75.  However,  appreciation  of  his  ability  spread  steadily  and  in  a  few 
years  he  was  considered  one  of  the  most  skillful  surgeons  in  the  country.  He  was 
elected  to  the  staff  of  the  Pennsylvania  Hospital  where  the  first  ligation  of  the 
external  iliac  artery  for  aneurism  was  performed  by  him.  It  was  during  this 
period  that  he  prepared  the  manuscripts  for  his  great  book,  “Elements  of  Sur¬ 
gery,”  a  work  which  received  much  recognition  and  was  reprinted  in  Edinburgh 
as  a  textbook  for  the  university.  The  material  it  contained  was  drawn  partly 
from  his  own  experience  but  largely  from  the  experience  of  his  uncle.  Dr.  Physick, 
to  whom  the  book  was  really  a  monument,  for  Dr.  Physick  left  but  few  writings 
of  his  own.  Dorsey’s  talent  and  training  as  a  draughtsman  enabled  him  to  prepare 
his  own  beautiful  illustrations. 

At  the  age  of  thirty- two,  Dorsey  accepted  the  chair  of  materia  medica  in  the 
University  of  Pennsylvania  and  soon  endeared  himself  to  his  pupils  by  his  tireless 
interest  in  their  work  and  the  frank,  sympathetic  manner  of  his  teaching.  Follow¬ 
ing  the  example  of  Wistar,  he  valued  and  thoroughly  enjoyed  informal  gatherings 
with  his  students  where  exciting  controversies  often  developed,  stimulated  by  his 
clear,  direct  thinking  and  youthful  enthusiasm.  He  loved  to  debate  and  his  dis¬ 
cussions  at  medical  meetings  always  attracted  interest,  often  were  at  variance 
with  current  opinion,  but  never  were  injured  by  petty  meanness  or  personal  ran¬ 
cor.  His  association  with  great  men  abroad  and  his  great  love  for  music  and 
poetry  mellowed  the  brilliance  of  his  scientific  fervor  and  made  his  character  of 
outstanding  appeal. 

In  1818  occurred  the  sudden  death  of  Dr.  Caspar  Wistar,  the  highly  respected 
and  much  loved  professor  of  anatomy  at  the  University  of  Pennsylvania.  It  was 
he  who  had  first  developed  in  this  country  the  continental  plan  of  informal  dis¬ 
cussions  between  professor  and  students,  and  it  was  through  his  efforts  over  a  long 
period  of  years  that  the  teaching  of  anatomy  had  reached  such  a  high  plane  there. 
John  Dorsey  was  selected  to  fill  the  vacant  chair,  a  difficult  task  but  one  which  he 
accepted  with  sincere  confidence  and  reverent  respect  for  his  predecessor.  On 
November  12,  1818,  he  delivered  the  introductory  lecture  to  his  students.  It  was 
an  inspiring  talk  of  outstanding  richness  of  thought,  carefully  designed  to  lead  the 
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beginners  in  medicine  beyond  the  unfamiliar  horrors  of  the  dissecting  room  to  an 
earlier  realization  of  the  value  of  true  knowledge  and  a  visualization  of  the  long 
vista  of  interesting  work  before  them.  “No  oratorical  displays  of  rhetoric  or  elo¬ 
quence  can  aid  the  anatomist  to  enliven  your  attention,”  he  told  them,  “his 
eloquence  is  of  the  hand;  his  rhetoric  of  the  scalpel!  But  when  the  years  shall 
have  rolled  away  and  your  memory  shall  be  tasked  to  recall  the  vestiges  of  scho¬ 
lastic  learning,  when  your  teacher’s  tongue  shall  be  silent  and  his  hand  motion¬ 
less,  then  the  impressions  derived  through  the  medium  of  your  senses  will  be 
found  fresh  and  vivid  long  after  the  collections  of  impassioned  oratory  shall  have 
faded  from  your  minds.” 

The  tragic  drama  of  this  counsel  was  to  be  realized  with  terrible  suddenness. 
Within  a  few  hours  after  this,  Dorsey’s  first  address  to  his  class,  he  was  stricken 
with  a  fatal  illness  which  proved  to  be  typhus  fever.  He  died  ten  days  later,  thus 
ending  at  thirty-five  years  a  career  of  such  achievement  as  to  rank  him  among 
the  foremost  surgeons  of  his  time,  and  of  such  promise  that  inevitably  he  would 
have  been  grouped  with  the  great  men  of  all  time. 
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